Introduction
Sthalavriksha is referred to as a plant, which is venerated from time immemorial by devotees as being as holy as the presiding deity of a temple (Gunasekaran & Balasubramanian 2005) . The Sanskrit term Sthalavriksha means tree of the locality (Sthal -place; Vriksha -tree). Sthalavriksha is a natural tree found in the temple site before construction of the temple and most temple myths (sthalapuranas) and temple histories (sthalavaralaru) refer to a prime deity that was first unearthed or found under the tree. Sthalavriksha is a single plant mostly in the form of a tree or in some places occurring as an herb, shrub, grass or climber. These are different than a group of plants found in sacred sites or sacred groves. After the construction of temples, these plants are treated as Sthalavriksha or temple trees (sacred plants). Due to traditional beliefs, both the devotees and temple authorities serve Published: July 3, 2012
Sthalavriksha worship is mostly associated with Shaivam (worship of Lord Siva), Vaishnavam (worship of Lord Vishnu) and Sthalavriksha get divine power from these deities, which are treated as equal to the prime deity of the temple (Nedunchezhiyan 2005 , Srinivasan 1972 ). Many medieval Tamil sacred hymns e.g., Devaram (Thambiran 1997) and Thiviyaprabantham (Anon 1962) refer to Sthalavrikshas and their associated deities. Even though Sthalavriksha worship is an ancient practice in Tamil Nadu very few studies have been conducted on its importance (Amirthalingam 1998 , Sundara Sobitharaj 1994 , Thirugnanam 1995 . In particular, medicinal uses of Sthalavrikshas were referred to, based on secondary sources only.
Hence, the present study was designed to gather data using a field survey: 1. To catalogue all Sthalavriksha species and their associated deities in the temples of Tamil Nadu.
2. To document the ethnomedicinal utilization of user groups including devotees, priests and Nattuvaidiyas on Sthalavrikshas.
Study Areas
The study was carried out in Tamil Nadu and Puducherry states. Tamil Nadu state is situated at the southernmost corner of the Indian peninsula. It is located between 8 o 05' and 13 o 35' North latitudes and 76 o 15' and 80 o 20' East longitudes and covers an area of 1,30,058 km 2 , occupying 4% of the total land area of India. Tamil Nadu state has three phytogeographic regions, i.e., East coast, Central plains and Western Ghats. The study was designed to cover all three regions of the state.
Methods
The survey was conducted in temples that were a minimum of 100 years of age, very few temples were surveyed that were less than 100 years old to find whether the Sthalavriksha practice still continues. Temples sur- veyed were sorted into age categories: >1000 years, 500-1000 years, 100-500 years, and less than 100 years.
Sthalavriksha specimens were collected in temples at the rate of one specimen from each species for herbarium preparation and identification. Plants were identified on the basis of Flora of the Presidency of Madras (Gamble, reprint 1986), Flora of Tamil Nadu (Henry et al. 1987 , 1989 , Nair & Henry 1983 . The herbaria at the Botanical Survey of India, Southern Circle and Institute of Forest Genetics and Tree Breeding, Coimbatore were consulted for correct botanical identification. After confirming the identity, the herbarium specimens were deposited in the Herbarium of Salim Ali Centre for Ornithology and Natural History, Coimbatore.
Sthalavrikshas are the common property of the particular temple and the ethnomedicinal knowledge is common to the local society and people living nearby that particular temple belonging to several castes and many ethnic communities (Hindus). No specific permission from authorities was required to learn ethnomedicinal uses from the people in the local communities. During the temple survey the researchers interviewed the local priest about the user groups and from them were selected people over 40 years of age to approach. Documentation of the medicinal utilization of Sthalavriksha species by user groups were recorded using two techniques: 1. Interview and questionnaire -A questionnaire was used to record the knowledge of the ethnomedicinal use from the user groups, including parts used, disease treated, etc. 2. Direct observation and interaction -Collections of leaves and withered plant parts of Sthalavrikshas by user groups were observed in a few occasions and interactions with these people were done learning about medicinal utilization of the Sthalavrikshas.
Results
Information regarding the binomial and the local names for each Sthalavrikshas are listed in Table 1 . All the information obtained related to medicines prepared for treating different ailments. Interview and questionnaire approaches are provided separately in Table 2 . Data related to the second approach (direct observation) including Sthalavriksha species, parts used and diseases treated are furnished in Table 3 .
In Tamil Nadu state, eastern and southern regions have a higher number of temples than any other region. A total of 1165 temples, distributed in 30 districts of Tamil Nadu . A. marmelos is the most utilized Sthalavriksha followed by Azadirachta indica A. Juss., Ocimum tenuiflorum L. and Naringi crenulata Nicolson. The villagers know the medicinal properties of the plant resources; hence medicinal utilization of Sthalavriksha species is probably more common in the villages than in the cities. Two factors pertain to these practices: 1) traditional beliefs and 2) devotional approaches to the Sthalavrikshas in temples. Generally villagers treat the Sthalavrikshas as living gods of the temples, whereas the prime deity is in the form of stone statues. Additionally, Sthalavriksha medicines are cheaper or are free (as an offering to a priest) and ease of access to these is a factor that maintains this practice by the local communities.
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In addition to 91 Sthalavriksha medicinal uses discussed by users (Table 2) , the collection of leaves and withered plant parts of 11 species were also documented from temples (Table 3 ).
The Nattu-Vaidiyas and local devotees collected these plant parts for medicinal purposes. Women often collect these materials based on local beliefs, for instance to tie the plant parts at their doorsteps to ward off evil spirits.
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Discussion
Sthalavriksha studies ethnomedicinal uses are scanty. Information on uses of Sthalavrikshas in temples of Tamil Nadu are based on secondary sources (Aravanan 1984 , Samy 1978 . Thirugnanam (1995) as having medicinal uses and 101 medicinal uses Sthalavrikshas were documented. That is to say, 90% of the Sthalavrikshas are used medicinally.
Worshipping Sthalavrikshas in temples of Tamil Nadu is generally derived from myths and beliefs of the devotees. Sthalapuranas (Temple myth) quotes the stories of demon (Asuras), demi-gods (Devas), saints (Rishis) and several kings who got rid off all the deeds done during previous births (Karma), sin, diseases and ill effects (Dhoshams) by worshipping a deity and performing rituals to the associated Sthalavriksha. Normally, devotees worship the Sthalavrikshas in the temples to obtain boons. Examples maybe: timely marriage, early child birth, extended life span, work for the unemployed, acquiring wealth, reunion of family, relief from diseases, and other such desires. Though the Sthalavrikshas are maintained in the temples of Tamil Nadu for their religious value, they are also utilized for their medicinal purposes. Normally devotees are not allowed to pluck the parts of a Sthalavriksha in a temple, since it is under worship. But on specific occasions, and for medicinal treatment, it is allowed. The devotees and Nattuvaidiyas also collect the withered parts of the Sthalavrikshas in temples. Even if the Sthalavrikshas' parts are consumed for their divine power, these plants are important ingredients used in the traditional Indian medical systems such as Siddha and Ayurveda (Pillai 1931 Sthalavriksha parts are not only used for their cost effectiveness but also for devotional belief. In certain temples priests also act as traditional healers; prescribing medicines and providing Sthalavriksha leaves as the deity's offering for instance, Acacia farnesiana (L.) Willd. leaves in Melakodumalur temple.
